Cedarville University

DigitalCommons@Cedarville
Cedarville, Ohio, Historical Information
1995

Our Horatio Alger House
Justin J. Hartman

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/cedarville_village_history
Part of the Archival Science Commons, Higher Education Commons, and the History Commons

Recommended Citation
Hartman, Justin J., "Our Horatio Alger House" (1995). Cedarville, Ohio, Historical Information. 12.
https://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/cedarville_village_history/12

This Unpublished Manuscript is brought to you for free
and open access by DigitalCommons@Cedarville, a
service of the Centennial Library. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Cedarville, Ohio, Historical Information by an
authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@Cedarville.
For more information, please contact
digitalcommons@cedarville.edu.

/
/

/

C.,J-etvv k 1 () ~
I

1-t,~.,. 1

s>,,, ~

OUR HORATIO ALGER HOUSE

JUSTINJ.HARTMAN

OUR HORATIO ALGER HOUSE

JUSTIN J. HARTMAN

Copyright, Justin J. Hartman, 1995
Hadley, Massachusetts

DEDICATED TO THE :MEMORY
OF
OUR PARENTS
LIDA MAE OWINGS HARTMAN, 1884 -- 1951
GEORGEHARMONHARTMAN, 1881--1962

AND TO THE YOUNGEST MEMBERS OF OUR FAMILY
WHO HAVE LIVED IN THE HOUSE

DORIS ANN REYNOLDS COOPER
SARA SUE REYNOLDS WHITE

FOREWORD
This sketch, along with many other autobiographical sketches, was written 'Yhile I was a part of a
Learning in Retirement class sponsored by the Five Colleges in western Massachusetts. The
reader may well be skeptical at my remembering some of the details reported here almost 70
years after they happened! I freely admit that I have no documents to back up my words.
We had in our family what I later learned in seminary could be called "an oral tradition." We
learned that the Old Testament existed in stories and the New Testament existed in sermons
repeated from one generation to the next before they were ever written down.
My father enoyed talking and he was not in the least bothered by the accusation that you had
heard his story before. Since getting "the Smith House" was one of the major achievements of his
life, he never tired of telling others how it all came about. He loved to quote the actual
conversations as he remembered them even attempting the accent of the speaker..

I did check with my brother, Neil Hartman, of Moorestown, N.J., and my sister, Doris Haiifnan, of
Amherst, Mass., on some of these details. "The Smith House" is still there and just a year ago as
we were driving down to Lebanon to visit Ruth West, we parked beside the house and walked all
the way around it. Since it occupies four building lots, there are streets on three sides of it and a
public alley on the fourth side -- a typical pattern of "streets and alleys" in Ohio small towns.
We are sorry to report that Cedarville College did not find it practical to use the house as a
dormitory. They have sold it to a private owner who now occupies it.
Justin J. Hartman
Hadley, Mass.
August 5, 1995

OUR HORATIO ALGER HOUSE

On a winter morning in 1926, Dr. Marsh, our family physician and a director of the local bank,
entered my father's clothing store. A man of few words, he uttered only five that morning. But
those words changed our lives forever, catapulting our family out of a late 19th Century living
style into one more characteristic of the mid-20th Century. With a hint of a smile and a twinkle
in his eye, he said, "George, the house is yours."
The house was the Smith House, a three- story, yellow brick, slate-roofed house built in 1912
with all the conveniences of that period .. With its spacious over hanging eaves and its four-square
appearance, it had a bit of the "Frank Lloyd Wright" look -- surely one of the finest -- if not the
finest -- house in Cedarville, Ohio, a town of some 1200 people in southern Ohio.
At that time, we were living in a small, wood-frame house with no electricity, running water or
furnace, no basement, no attic. The downstairs was heated by small gas stoves. The upstairs was
unheated and.on cold winter mornings, we would bring our clothes downstairs, dress in front of
the gas stove in the living room -- holding our clothes in front of the fire to warm them before
putting them on. We had gas lights with fragile mantles that we cautiously lit with matches every
night. Our drinking water came from a pump on the back porch. There was also a pump on a
sink in the kitchen for cistern water. We used that for everything except drinking. The outdoor
toilet was some distance from the house. One of my mother's unpleasant chores on winter
mornings was walking out there to empty the chamber pots and then washing them in the kitchen.
On Saturday night, my mother put a round tub in the middle of the kitchen floor. This was where
my brother and I took our baths. It did not offer much privacy but my mother had a simple
modesty formula. "If your sisters and their girl friends ever enter the room, just turn around.
We're all the same in the back."
The small house was cheaply built. My parents were hosts for a social evening of the two adult
Sunday School Bible classes of the Methodist Church. After 20 or more people had gathered in
our small living room, there was a loud crash as the floor beams gave way under the excess
weight. The floor went down some two feet. No one was hurt but it did strengthen my parents'
resolve that someday, they would build themselves a new house. "When our ship comes in, 11 my
mother would say wistfully. I came to realize that was a euphemism for, "When your grandfather
dies. 11 Grandfather owned many farms and he had promised .one to each of his sons after his
death.
The main campus of Cedarville College, a small liberal arts college of some 150 students, was
just across the street from our house. But the gymnasium was on our side of the street -immediately to the left of our house. On the other side of the gym, stood the Smith House which,
with its yellow- brick three-car garage, and spacious grounds occupied a space that could easily
have accommodated four houses.

Although the Smiths were our close neighbors, our paths almost never crossed. Neither woman
would ever have dreamed of just dropping in on her "almost next door neighbor" as was likely to
happen with my mother and the other women of the neighborhood. My two ;older sisters and the
Smith girls did play together occasionally.
Oscar Smith was the cashier of the local bank, a Republican, an elder of the United Presbyterian
Church, a member of the Xenia Country Club. My mother said he always looked as if he had just
stepped out of a "band box."
Our father was a Democrat, Methodist, and in his spare time milked his cow and tended his
chickens. Even in his Sunday clothes, he never achieved that dapper appearance clothes-loving
men have.
Oscar's wife, Blanche Smith, was a formidable, proud woman, who, along with her expensive
clothes, always seemed to be wearing a necklace, ear rings, bracelets and finger rings. She wore a
long fur coat in winter and drove a Cadillac. A full-time maid, almost unheard of in Cedarville,
did her household work.
Our mother did all the usual cooking, cleaning and laundry needed to sustain a husband and four
children. In addition, she churned butter and made cottage cheese with the surplus milk, canned
fruit and vegetables in the summer, cold-packed eggs in the spring for the winter. Cheap house
dresses made up most of her wardrobe and, like Pat Nixon, many years later, she wore a plain
cloth coat in the winter. She never learned to drive a car. She did dress up on Saturday
afternoons after she had packed a supper for herself and my father. With the supper in a market
basket, she walked down to the store where she would stay until midnight helping my father wait
on his farmer- customers who came to town on Saturday night. It was an irritation that some of
them would put off shopping until after the second movie was over but money was scarce in
those days and my father wanted to accommodate them all. The store stayed open until midnight.
Oscar and Blanche Smith were members of the "old Presbyterian families" who had founded
these southern Ohio towns in the early 19th Century. The story I had always heard was that
Oscar's mother had given him the money to build his "dream house" and had told him to spare no
expense. Blanche -- and probably Oscar as well -- came from those wealthy families in nearby
Xenia so well described in my Cedarville College English professor's novel, And Ladies of the
Club... Blanche's sister, who still lived in Xenia, was a local celebrity since she was president of
the Greene County WCTU, a position of some prominence in those prohibition days when the
Anti-Saloon League was the single most powerful political lobby in Ohio.
My mother came from a working-class family in Cincinnati. Her father had died at a young age.
None of the ten children could complete even a grade school education since they had to go to
work. My paternal grandfather was a fann owner. But his only interest in life was creating an
estate so that each of his six sons could inherit a farm at the time of his death. To achieve that,
he cruelly exploited his wife and children. My father never wore underwear, pajamas, or an
overcoat nor did he see the inside of a barbershop until after his 18th birthday. The children

worked from morning until night on the farm seven days a week '\.vith no time off even for
Christmas.
After he left home, my father went to Cincinnati where he worked for an insurance company.
and a clothing store. He saved money, married my mother, and decided to have a store of his
own. He bought a store in Cedarville feeling that the presence of the college there guaranteed an
education to any children he might have. Both my parents wanted to get away from their
families' life styles and create a new one of their own -- different from the ruthless materialism
'that my father had known, different from the irresponsible alcoholism and gambling that had
characterized my maternal grandfather. Although neither had ever been a part of a church -- I
suspect my mother had never seen the inside of a church before she left home -- they joined the
Cedarville Methodist Church as part of their new life- style endeavors ..
My father always said, however, that he could never be a member of the Cedarville Establishment,
"You need to be a Presbyterian and a Republican to be really accepted in this town." He was
elected to membership on the Cedarville College Board of Trustees, the lone Methodist among all
those Presbyterians. Long before the words were invented, he saw himself as "the token
Methodist" put on public display to prove that the Presbyterians really did value diversity.
By 1925, rumors were rife in Cedarville that Oscar Smith had a "lady friend" -- as an extramarital
partner was designated in those days. I never heard the term "mistress" until I was in college.
Since I remember hearing the terms of endearment he used to her on the telephone, I suspect that
the local telephone operators were the reporters. It was said that he bought her expensive
presents and each time, to salve his conscience, he bought an identical item for his wife. Both
women wore beautiful fur coats and I believe the "other woman" may even have been driving a
Cadillac.
Whatever the cause, Oscar Smith was spending more than he could afford. Whether he actually
embezzled money from the bank or just gave himself temporary loans that he felt he could pay
back in time, I would not know -- nor, I suspect, would anyone else except the directors as it was
all kept very quiet. But the missing money could not remain a secret forever and the directors,
knowing the bank examiner would soon be coming, proposed a deal to Oscar. "If you will turn
over all your assets to the bank -- your farm, your house, your investments -- and leave town, we
wiJJ not prosecute you." The directors had no desire to make a spectacle out of one of their
own, a pillar of both the church and community.
The neighbors said it was 2:00 o'clock in the morning when Oscar and Blanche Smith, their two
daughters and much baggage drove off in their Cadillac. Rumor had it that they were headed for
Cleveland. So far as I know, none of them was ever seen in Cedarville again. A moving van came
later and took their furniture.
The house must have seemed a white elephant to the bank directors. Completely out of
proportion to most of the other houses on the street, who could or would buy it? My brother tells
me he remembers that a doctor in Springfield was interested in the house and hoped to start a
practice in Cedarville. He says this is why Dr. Marsh worked so hard to secure the house for us!

I do know that the directors appealed to my father reminding him that he was an up and coming
business man in town, he had a growing family, and this was a house of which he and his family.
could be proud. It was a far better house than any we could ever hope to bujld and here it was at
a bargain price. My father did not need much persuading. He had always resented our proud
neighbors. When Blanche Smith called in her daughters from playing with my sisters, my father
was convinced she felt his children were not good enough to play with hers. The desire to move
into Blanche Smith's house, after she had left town in disgrace, was almost irresistible.
Thebankwouldtake our old house on a trade in -- this more modesthouse-with-its-threepotential building lots -- currently being used as our cow pasture -- would be infinitely easier to
sell than the Smith House. They would give us $6000 for our house and we would have to add
$8,500. The bank was willing to give us a mortgage -- probably for the entire amount.
Could we swing it? Did we want to take on that kind of debt? That $8500 was surely equal to
$200,000 today. My older sister, a high school student, was adamantly opposed. She knew what
a struggle it was even without a mortgage to persuade our father to give her money for new
dresses, shoes and other things that high school girls so much want My junior high sister, Doris,
was excited over the new house. She had been inside the house, once had even stayed there all
night, and thought it was the finest house she had ever seen. My brother and I, ages 6 and 8,
were too young to have opinions that counted.
I can remember long and earnest discussions between my father and mother about the wisdom of
the purchase. We went to visit my grandfather to see ifhe might be willing to give some help.
He had married a younger woman after his wife died. While it was always understood that the
farms would still go to the sons, it was also understand that the new wife would own a lifetime
interest in them all. It would be a while longer now "until our ship came in." Grandfather did say
that he would stand behind his son in this deal. But he made no offer of a low interest loan or any
other specific help. I suspect my father feared that once he left the house, the new wife might
well veto any effort, no matter how feeble, of his father to stand behind him. My father came
away from the interview quite depressed.
Sometime, in all these discussions, I believe it was my mother who reminded my father that the
house had five large bedrooms and three room-sized dormers in the attic. There would be two
bedrooms left over after my brother and I had taken one, my two sisters another, and our parents
the third. In those days, it was expected that two students would be put into a double bed and,
with those logistics, we could have ten roomers each year. At $2.00 per week per student for 40
weeks a year would make an annual total of $800 -- in only 11 years that would equal the total
amount of cash we had to come up with. My mother promised that all roomer money would go
towards the mortgage.
My father had his own plans. Along with the house, there came a separate three acre lot behind
the house. We could have three cows now and sell milk to the neighbors. The chicken house and
chicken yard would enable us to sell eggs also. There was a large vegetable garden and that
enabled us to sell asparagus in the springtime. A visiting aunt once remarked, "I've never been in
a house to which so many people are bringing money. 11

The deal began to seem feasible. I presume it was a final offer on my father's part that enabled Dr.
Marsh to stop in the store on that fateful winter morning with his words of assurance. Whether it
was before or after the deal was ·consummated that my parents requested to see the inside of the
Smith House, I am not sure. Strange as it may seem, I think it not at all impossible that they
would have bought it without an inspection. Indeed, suggesting that you wanted to check out the
condition of the "Smith House," would have seemed as presumptuous as a customers saying to a
Rolls Royce dealer, I would like my garage man to check out your car before I buy it! But we did
needto see-the-house-before-moving-day-soasto knowwhatfumiture·was needed: ·
Dr. Marsh made an appointment to meet us there. On his arrivaJ, he was very much embarrassed.
He had no key. "But surely," he said, "there is some way to enter the house." Although there
were five entrances, the doors were fonnidable. In each case, you had to go through two separate
doors to enter the house. The outside back door led only onto the porch and there one confronted
two very solid doors -- one to the kitchen and one to the pantry. There were two doors on the
south side of the house, both leading into the sun parlor. Huge plate-glass double doors opened
from the sun porch into the dining room.
The inner front door was a work of art, beveled glass, oblong panels held together by lead joints
like o stained glass window. When the sun shone through the beveled glass, rainbow prisms
decorated the hallway. That door opened into a tiled floor vestibule where guests could leave
their boots and umbrellas. Heavy plate glass doors. on the other side of the vestibule, led to the
front porch that went completely across the front of the house.
The side door, on the north side of the house, was almost as elaborate as the front door. The
inner door was a massive, plate glass door that also opened into a vestibule, this one with a
cement floor under a separate little structure. The outer door opened into a porte-cochere that
provided welcome protection for us and all guests who arrived at our house. Breaking down any
of these doors was unthinkable!
Beside the large, square kitchen in the rear of the house was a butler's pantry, entered from the
kitchen through a swinging door, full of shelves for dishes and drawers for silverware. Beside
that, through another swinging door, was the "cold pantry." where the ice box was placed. On
the outer wall of that room was a cupboard with a grating to the outdoors. That cupboard would
take the place of the refiigerator in the winter time.
Dr. Marsh and my father realized that the grating could be removed and my six year old brother
could climb in and unlock the back doors from the inside. My father called out directions to Neil
as he opened the cupboard door, the door to the back porch, and then the porch door. We all
entered the fortress house with my brother very proud of his doing something no one else in the
family could have done!
The Smith House stood empty for several months but every now and then a truck would pull up,
workmen would get out, and later leave the house with boxes of something. It was only when the
neighbor across the street excitedly -- and as it later turned out, inaccurately, -- reported to the

bank directors that workmen had gone into the Smith House and had removed the bathtub that
the directors got alarmed. It was discovered that workmen had removed every chandelier in the
house, some of them quite elaborate. They had removed a full-length mirror.from the outside of a
downstairs closet door. Similar mirrors were removed from upstairs closet doors. They had
taken the mirror from inside the rear wall of the china closet in the dining room and from above
the built-in buffet in the dining room. In every case leaving big expanses of unfinished wood as
eyesores. They had unscrewed and taken every hook from closets all over the house. It was not
the bath tub but the stationary built-in laundry tubs from the basement that had alerted the
neighbor-and--through--him, -t-he--bank--directors:-•·-Blanche's-sister;-tlre-Presideur--oftlre-weTl:J~came
up from Xenia and dug up rose bushes and shrubs from property the bank assumed they owned.
My father did not need to be a Sherlock Holmes to realize his opportunity when he read in the
paper that there was to be an auction in nearby Springfield of the :furniture and fixtures from a fine
house. By this time the bank was incensed~- especially Mr. West, a man of great integrity and the
successor to Oscar Smith who had been called in to straighten out the bank. He went with my
father and mother to the sale. A formidable man with an aura of authority about him, rvfr_ West
confronted Blanche Smith. He told her that if she put up items for sale that were an integral part
of the house, like the chandeliers and the built-in mirrors, he would make a public announcement
that the people would be buying mortgaged property ano it might well be reclaimed. Blanche,
understanding quite well what effect this would have upon potential buyers, immediately gave in
saying, "I want to be a lady, I want to be a lady."
Those items were not sold, Indeed, they had been brought back to the house and had been
installed before we moved in. My parents did buy all the window shades and curtain rods for the
entire house. They bought all the hooks for the closets. They bought the canvass awnings that
we put up every Memorial Day on the front porch and on the west-facing windows. Probably
they bought much more but those are the items I seem to remember.
Moving day arrived in mid-summer. My parents, always anxious to save money and now more
than ever, declared, "It will be an easy move. Really, just next door." They decided we didn't
need a moving van. With the help of some friends, we could simply carry everything from one
house to the other. By midday under the hot July sun, my father realized he'd taken on more than
we could handle. He found a man with a horse and wagon, probably the town drayman who
always brought packages from the railroad station to my father's store. In any case, that horse
and wagon transported the rest of our worldly goods to the house next door.
Neighbors -- adults and children alike --swarmed through the house, ostensibly to help us -actually, I suspect , to see the interior of our house that they had always been curious about. The
revolution had happened -- the castle was open to the commoners!
We children, all from small houses, had a wonderful time. We could run up the elaborate front
stairs over two landings and two turns, chase through the long hall, run down the utilitarian back
stairs and back to the front of the house. There was also a horizontal circular trail -- from the
kitchen through two swinging doors, through the dining room, living room, reception hall, music
room and back to the kitchen.

One child would run to the bathroom upstairs, go into the closet and peer down into the clothes
chute. Another would stand at the opening of the chute in the kitchen, while :5till another would
open the bin for the soiled linen in the basement. We would yell messages up and down. Better
yet, if the upstairs kid could find a garment to drop into the chute and the kitchen kid would
watch it slither by.
We loved to show the amenities of the house to visitors. After all, how many houses have
porte-cochere~_?__E._very_.clos_etin.the__ house_was..equipped_with.aJight-that-came-on-when-you----------- --opened the door. The visitor could step into the closet and we would prove it! There were
Tiffany style stained glass windows in the dining room featuring grape vines with big bunches of
grapes over the built-in buffet. There were flowers in the stained glass windows in the upstairs
front hallway. There were exposed mahogany beams on the dining room ceiling, a fireplace with
artificial logs and a gas flame that made it look like real burning wood. Over the wainscoting all
the way around the dining room was scenic wall paper that looked very European. Below the
wainscoting were panels in which there was heavy leather-like wallpaper that gave the room a
formal look. Sliding doors separated the dining room from the front room. There were gas
grates in three other rooms. We could sit in front of them to roast marshmallows. My sisters used
them to dry their hair.
An electric pump in the basement put well water into the cold water pipes and cistern water
into the hot water ones. It also pumped air to an outdoor air faucet where we inflated our
bicycle and automobile tires. It even had a vacuum system with outlets around the house to
which you could attach a hose and do your vacuum sweeping with the pipes taking the dirt into
the sewer -- a system we never put into use.
The large bathroom upstairs had smaU octagonal tiles on the floor and gleaming , white tile walls.
There was a lavatory on the first floor and even one in the basement. No more chamber pots!
The coal-fired hot water furnace heated both the house and the garage. The grounds of the Smith
House were as impressive as the interior. Barberry hedges flanked the curving, crushed stone
driveway that led to the side door. Maples and elms graced both the front and side lawns with a
circular canna bed where the front lawn joined the side one and a magnolia tree behind that.
There was a grape arbor at the rear of the lawn, then a small fenced-in orchard and a large
vegetable garden.
How we loved that house! Many people shared our enjoyment of it during the 50 years our
family owned it. Over a hundred college students lived there. One student, handicapped by a
hearing loss, stayed on for several years becoming almost a part of the family as he cooked for my
mother and helped my father milk his cows. Uncle Jim lost his job in the depression, moved in
with us, and worked in my father's store. Miss Stormont, a saintly second grade teacher, moved
into our house every winter for a period so that she could walk to school.
In our high school and college days, our family became very close to the West family-- Mr. West
was the bank cashier who had helped us. Those were the years that the new young minister, the
Rev. Clyde A. Hutchison, came to town. Together, these. families had 13 children with nine ofus

close enough in age to socialize together. We formed the core of a group of young people who
called ourselves "The Sunday Night Club." We met at one of our homes after the Sunday
evening union church service and had serious if informal discussions on the issues of the day. A
few of us had attended National Methodist Youth Conferences where pacifism and socialism
were wholeheartedly embraced in those depression days .We became would-be evangelists to the
others. We were encouraged in our radical beliefs by trips to nearby Antioch College, looked
upon by Cedarville residents as a hot bed of radicalism.
--0ur-heuse--net-enly-provided-more-room-than-did-the-otherhouses;-irals-o-p-rovrded more fooclas
my mother was used to feeding many people and always had a well-stocked refrigerator.
Gradually, the group met more and more in our home. In some years, our three families would
gather for pot-luck Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners in our spacious dining room. On hot
summer nights, we would drag mattresses onto our roofless side porch and enjoy sleeping under
the stars.
·
We young people talked much about what we would do with our lives -- we were all quite
idealistic and we did all go into some kind of human service occupations. Not one of us entered
the business world!. Looking at all 13 young people in the three families -- three became
homemakers, two missionaries, one minister, three high schoolteachers, one a school
superintendent, one a YWCA Secretary, and two university professors. We have served in
China, the Philippines, Brazil, Japan, and England. Our minister's son who married a West girl,
became a chemistry professor at the University of Chicago, a frequent guest professor at Oxford,
and lecturer all over the world whom I proudly heard when he came to Harvard.
After the war was over and the college was having hard times and the mortgage had long since
been paid off, my parents decided to give up taking in roomers. They would use the big house in
a more appropriate way for their stage in life at that time. They added a bedroom and a
bathroom to the first floor. They made the upstairs into an apartment and rented it to my sister
and her husband and their two young girls. It was a happy arrangement for all concerned until my
mother died and my father eventually married again. Then my sister and her husband bought their
own home.
While attending seminary at Oberlin College, I would often bring friends home for Thanksgiving
and other holidays. Forty years later I received a letter from a graduate of the Oberlin
Conservatory of Music whom I had not heard from in all those years. He told me that he had
recently driven from Cleveland to Indiana to attend his sister's funeral. " I was feeling very
depressed on my homeward trip. On the interstate just south of Springfield, I saw the exit
marked,' Cedarville, 12 miles.' On impulse, I took that exit, drove down to Cedarville, drove
slowly all around your old house and remembered the wonderful times we had there. I felt better!'
That, incidentally, was the beginning of a renewed friendship .
After my father and his second wife had both died, we sold the house to Cedarville College to be
used as a dormitory. The legacy enabled me and my sister to put down payments on houses in
Hadley and Amherst -- adjoining towns in the Five College Area in westerm Massachusetts ..
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Since she had been a missionary and I had been a minister, we had neither owned a house until we
approached retirement.
Sometimes when I ponder the saga of the philandering husband -- the dishonest banker -- and his
proud wife fleeing town in the middle of the night and the hardworking family next door moving
in, I know that, at least once, the Horatio Alger story came true.

